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TITLE: Final Environmental Assessment: Rockford Solar Energy Project, Chicago-Rockford Airport,
Winnebago County, Illinois (DOE/EA-1823)

CONTACT: For additional copies or more information on this Final Environmental Assessment (EA),
please contact:

Melissa Rossiter

NEPA Document Manager

U.S. Department of Energy

Golden Field Office

1617 Cole Blvd.

Golden, CO 80401

Desk Phone: 720-356-1566

Mobile: 720-291-1602

Email: Melissa.Rossiter@go.doe.gov

ABSTRACT: The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) has provided Federal funding to the Illinois
Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO) under the State Energy Program (SEP).
DCEO is seeking to provide $4 million of its SEP funds to Rockford Solar Partners LLC (RSP), who
would use these funds for the design, permitting, and construction of a solar photovoltaic facility with a
generating capacity of up to 20 megawatts (MW). DOE’s Proposed Action would authorize $4,025,000
million in grant expenditures. The total cost of Rockford Solar Partner’s proposed project would be
approximately $127 million.

Prior to DOE’s decision to allow the expenditure SEP funds to the Rockford Solar Energy Project
(proposed project; RSEP), DOE must first complete review under the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA). This EA analyzes the environmental impacts of the construction, operation, and
decommissioning of the proposed project and the alternative of not implementing this project (the No-
Action Alternative).

DOE has authorized DCEO to use a percentage of the Federal funding for preliminary activities, which
include the EA preparation and studies. Such activities are associated with the proposed action and would
not significantly impact the environment nor represent an irreversible or irretrievable commitment of
resources in advance of DOE completing the NEPA process for the proposed project.

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT: The public was provided with an opportunity to comment on this EA by
sending comments via email, mail, or fax marked to the attention of the NEPA Document Manager listed
above. The public comment period was open through October 31, 2011. No public comments were
received via e-mail, mail, or fax.

Additionally, a public hearing was held at the Greater Rockford Airport Authority auditorium on October
24, 2011. The hearing was open from 4-7 p.m. No comments were received at the public hearing. The
hearing had been publicized in the Rockford Register Star and postcard invitations had been sent to
interested parties. Attendance at the hearing included the project proponents, a representative from Rock
River Water Reclamation District, and a realtor. Neither outside party provided any formal comments to
the court reporter.
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AVAILABILITY: This EA is available for review on the DOE Golden Field Office Reading Room
Website, http://www.eere.energy.gov/golden/Reading_Room.aspx, and the DOE NEPA Website,
http://nepa.energy.gov.
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Introduction

1. INTRODUCTION

The Illinois State Energy Program (SEP) through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009
(the Recovery Act; Public Law 111-5; 123 Stat. 115) receives financial and technical assistance grants
from the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) to promote the conservation of energy and to reduce
dependence on imported oil.

The SEP is authorized under the Energy Policy and Conservation Act of 1975, as amended, and can be
used to fund a wide variety of activities related to energy efficiency and renewable energy (42 United
States Code (U.S.C.) 6321 et seq. and Title 10 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Part 420). Through the
Recovery Act, Congress appropriated a total of $3.1 billion for DOE’s SEP support. Of the $3.1 billion,
the State of Illinois received over $101 million pursuant to a Federal formula for the distribution of SEP
funds.

The Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Development (DCEO), the administrator of the
Illinois SEP program, chose Rockford Solar Partners, LLC (RSP) as the recipient of a $4 million dollar
grant to construct and operate a 20-megawatt photovoltaic (PV) solar power generation facility in
Rockford, Winnebago County, Illinois (Rockford Solar Energy Project, or proposed project). RSP is a
joint venture between Wanxiang Investment Corporation of Rockford and New Generation Power, a
Chicago-based renewable energy developer. The proposed 20-megawatt project would be located on
property within the boundaries of the Chicago Rockford International Airport. Rockford is approximately
70 miles northwest of Chicago (Figure 1-1).

Figure 1-1. General Location of Rockford
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Introduction

Federal funding of projects under SEP requires compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act of
1969, as amended (NEPA,; 42 U.S.C 4321 et seq.), the Council on Environmental Quality regulations
(CEQ; 40 CFR Parts 1500 to 1508), and DOE implementing procedures (10 CFR Part 1021). Therefore,
DOE prepared this Environmental Assessment for the Rockford Solar Energy Project, City of Rockford,
Winnebago County, Illinois (DOE/EA-1823) to evaluate the potential environmental consequences of
DOE’s Proposed Action, RSP’s proposed project, and the No-Action Alternative. DOE’s Proposed
Action would authorize about $4 million in grant expenditures for use by RSP in the development of the
proposed project. The total cost of the proposed project is approximately $127 million.

1.1 National Environmental Policy Act Requirements

In accordance with DOE NEPA implementing procedures, DOE must evaluate the potential
environmental impacts of Proposed Actions that could have a significant impact on human health and the
environment, including decisions on whether to provide financial assistance to government agencies and
private entities. In compliance with these regulations and DOE’s procedures, this Environmental
Assessment (EA):

e Examines the potential direct and indirect environmental impacts of the Proposed Action and the
No-Action Alternative;

¢ Identifies potential alternatives to the Proposed Action;
¢ Identifies unavoidable adverse environmental impacts if the Proposed Action is implemented:;

o Describes the relationship between local short-term uses of the environment and the maintenance
and enhancement of long-term productivity;

e Characterizes irreversible and irretrievable commitments of resources that would be involved if
DOE funded the proposed project; and

e Analyzes past, present, and reasonably foreseeable actions to evaluate potential cumulative
impacts.

DOE must meet the requirements of NEPA before it can make a final decision to proceed with a proposed
Federal action that could cause significant impacts to human health or the environment. This EA
provides DOE and other decision makers the information necessary to make an informed decision about
the construction and operation of the proposed project. If DOE determines as a result of this EA that the
proposed project would not result in significant adverse impacts, it will issue a Finding of No Significant
Impact (FONSI). If DOE concludes that the proposed project would cause actions that would significantly
and adversely affect the quality of the human environment, it could announce its intent to prepare an
environmental impact statement to examine the proposed project in more detail.

For purposes of comparison, this EA also evaluates the impacts that could occur if DOE did not provide

funding (the No-Action Alternative), and impacts of other alternatives to the proposed project, under
which DOE assumes RSP would not proceed with the project.

1.2 Federal Aviation Administration as a Cooperating Agency

Due to the proposed location of the proposed project at the Chicago Rockford International Airport, DOE
acknowledges that the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) has jurisdiction by law and special
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Introduction

expertise applicable to this EA effort. For this EA, DOE is the Lead Agency, and the FAA is a
Cooperating Agency.

DOE consulted with the FAA to ensure process coordination, identifying and obtaining relevant data,
establishing schedules, and resolving issues. Special consideration was given to the FAA on topics over
which the FAA has jurisdiction by law or special expertise, including the areas of alternatives, land use,
Section 4(f) of the United States Department of Transportation Act of 1966) analysis, and FAA’s Federal
actions.

DOE provided the FAA with copies of documents underlying the EA relevant to the FAA’s
responsibilities, including technical reports, data, analyses, comments received, and working drafts related
to environmental reviews.

The FAA provided specific guidance on public involvement strategies, data needs, management actions to
resolve planning issues, identification of the effects of alternatives, and potential mitigation measures. As
a Cooperating Agency, the FAA is responsible for issuing its own NEPA determination and/or decision
documents associated with its specific Federal action concerning the project.

1.3 lllinois’ State Energy Program

The Illinois SEP is using its Recovery Act funding for programs to increase the energy efficiency of
businesses and industry while promoting deployment of clean energy projects that will help improve the
cost-effectiveness and economic stability of businesses and industry in the state.

For the funding of this proposed project, DOE is the Federal action agency, while the DCEO is the
recipient of Federal funding and RSP is the sub-recipient of this funding. The proposed project would be
constructed within the boundaries of the Chicago Rockford International Airport.

1.4 Purpose and Need

1.4.1 DOE’S PURPOSE AND NEED

DOE’s purpose and need is to ensure that SEP funds are used for activities that meet congressional aims
to improve energy efficiency, reduce dependence on imported oil, decrease energy consumption, create
and retain jobs, and promote renewable energy. Providing funding as part of Illinois” SEP grant to RSP
would partially satisfy the need of that program to assist U.S. cities, counties, States, territories, and
Indian tribes to develop, promote, implement, and manage energy efficiency and conservation projects
and programs designed to:

Reduce fossil fuel emissions;

Reduce the total energy use of the eligible entities;

Improve energy efficiency in the transportation, building, and other appropriate sectors; and
Create and retain jobs.

Congress enacted the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act (Recovery Act) to create jobs, restore
economic growth, and strengthen America's middle class through measures that modernize the nation's
infrastructure, enhance America's energy independence, expand educational opportunities, preserve and
improve affordable health care, provide tax relief, and protect those in greatest need. Provision of funds
under SEP would partially satisfy the needs identified under the Recovery Act.
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1.4.2 FAA’S PURPOSE AND NEED

The Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) purpose and need is to ensure that the proposed solar
project is consistent with an airport sponsor’s Federal obligations regarding financial self-sustainability
and retention of airport revenue, as well as national environmental policy. Section 511(a)(9) of the
Airport and Airway Improvement Act of 1982 (AAIA) and Grant Assurance 24 requires airports to be as
self-sustaining as possible. The proposed development would provide the Airport with a new revenue
source. Grant Assurance 31: Land Disposal further emphasizes the importance of airports being self-
sufficient. To obtain this goal, the FAA encourages airport sponsors to dispose of land no longer needed
for airport purposes. The proposed facility would be located within the runway protection zone, and the
land must therefore remain under the ownership of the GRAA. Grant Assurance 31c states the following:

“Land shall be considered to be needed for airport purposes under this assurance if
(1) it may be needed for aeronautical purposes (including runway protection zones)
or serve as noise buffer land, and (2) the revenue from interim uses of such land
contributes to the financial self-sufficiency of the airport.”

Executive Order 13423, Strengthening Federal Environmental, Energy, and Transportation Management,
sets goals in the areas of energy efficiency, acquisition, renewable energy, toxics reductions, recycling,
renewable energy, sustainable buildings, electronics stewardship, fleets, and water conservation. The
proposed solar project at RFD would contribute to these national goals.

In response to growing interest in solar energy at airports, the FAA has prepared Technical Guidance for
Evaluating Selected Solar Technologies on Airports to meet the regulatory and informational needs of the
FAA Airports organization and airport sponsors. This guidance states:

“Solar is a renewable energy source that contributes to national goals of
sustainability, energy independence, and air quality improvement. It is particularly
well-suited to airports because of the available space at airports, unobstructed
terrain, and energy demand.”

This guidance has been utilized in the development and evaluation of the proposed solar farm at RFD.
Further information regarding the FAA’s proposed federal actions required as a part of this project is
included in Section 2.1 of this document.

1.4.3 STATE OF ILLINOIS’ PURPOSE AND NEED

Illinois” purpose and need is to grow the economy of the state by connecting companies and communities
to financial and technical resources to deploy renewable energy technologies, and to support the needs of
SEP and the Recovery Act.

In August of 2010, the Governor of Illinois signed the “Solar Ramp-Up Bill” (HB 6202), which
establishes interim goals to generate 6 percent (or 3 million kilowatt hours) of the State’s energy needs
through solar power by 2015. The proposed project would contribute to helping the State meet this goal
by providing 20-megawatt of solar PV energy.
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1.5 Public Involvement Process and Consultations

1.5.1 PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

RSP provided agencies with an early notice letter on July 8", 2010 stating, “This letter presents your
agency with an early opportunity to comment on any issues or concerns related to the effects that the
proposed development may have on the study area.... Please provide us with any comments on potential
impacts and concerns that should be addressed in the EA. In addition, if your agency is a resource agency
responsible for documentation and/or protection of any natural resources, we ask that you provide us with
relevant information regarding the type of resource, location, importance, etc. as it relates to this project.”
RSP received the following comments regarding this project, the aforementioned notices and distribution
lists are provided in Appendix A of this EA:

Scoping Responses

Agency

Comments

Response

[llinois Department of
Agriculture — Bureau of
Land & Water Resources

No comments, recommended
contact with Terry Schaddel at
Illinois Department of
Aeronautics

Terry Schaddel was contacted as recommended.
He referred questions to Amy Hanson with
Federal Aviation Administration. Ms. Hanson
requested coordinating agency status with DOE,
which was granted.

[llinois Department of EcoCAT review indicated None
Natural Resources adverse effects of this project

are unlikely
[llinois Department of Project complies with Illinois None

Natural Resources

Farmland Preservation Act

Illinois Environmental
Protection Agency (IEPA)

IEPA has no objections to the
project. An NPDES storm
water permit would be required
if more than 1 acre of land is
disturbed. Soil and hazardous
waste must be properly
disposed of.

An NPDES storm water permit would be
required and would be obtained prior to start of
construction.

Illinois Historic
Preservation Agency

A Phase | Archaeological
Survey is required.

Phase | Archaeological Survey was completed.
No additional investigations were identified as
necessary. lllinois Historic Preservation Agency
concurred. Documented compliance under
Section 106 of the National Historic
Preservation Act.

Rock River Water RRWRD does not have any None.
Reclamation District existing facilities that would be
impacted by development of
site.
United States Coast Guard | No navigable waterways would | None

be impacted by this project.

DOE/EA-1823
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Agency Comments Response

United States Department | Comments on flood plain, Site was revised to eliminate all development in

of Agriculture — Natural flooding, hydric soils, sediment | any wetland area. Development would still

Resources Conservation and erosion control plans, high | occur in the floodplain but would avoid the

Service water table, and wetland existing floodway. An NPDES storm water
delineation permit would be required and would be obtained

prior to start of construction.

United States Fish and Comments that tree removal Tree removal cannot occur between 4/1 and

Wildlife Service cannot occur between 4/1 and | 9/30. Documented compliance under Section 7
9/30 each year to protect of the Endangered Species Act. Please see
Indiana Bat habitat. Section 3.2.2.5 for the conclusion of the Section

7 consultation.

USEPA - Region V USEPA has no comments, but | None
referred letter to Federal
Aviation Administration

(FAA)
Winnebago County Forest | Comments on water quality Site was re-configured to address these issues.
Preserve impacts to Kilbuck Creek and | The site no longer borders Kishwaukee River
Kishwaukee River, run off, and | and densely forested areas would remain
trees. untouched. Site was revised to eliminate all

development in any wetland area. Development
would still occur in the floodplain but would
avoid the existing floodway.

1.5.2 CONSULTATIONS

The proposed project would be located within a 100-year floodplain. In accordance with the regulations
contained in 10 CFR Part 1022, “Compliance with Floodplain Environmental Review Requirements,”
DOE established policy and procedures to consider impacts on floodplains and wetlands as part of the
proposed floodplain action and to meet the public notification process required under 10 CFR Part 1022.
Therefore, DOE prepared a Floodplain and Wetlands Assessment (see Appendix B) and sent a Notice of
Proposed Floodplain or Wetlands Action to the distribution list in Appendix A concurrently with the
Public Comment period for the EA.

DOE’s compliance with Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act and Section 7 of the
Endangered Species Act are described in Section 3.2.2.2 (Cultural and Historic Resources) and 3.2.2.5
(Biological Resources).

Correspondence with these agencies and other agencies are provided in Appendix C of this EA.

1.5.3 DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

The Draft EA was made available on September 20, 2011 for a 45-day public comment period ending
October 31, 2011. A Notice of Availability was (NOA) was published in the Rockford Register Star] on
September 21, 2011 and the Draft EA and NOA were posted on the DOE Golden Field Office Public
Reading Room website:

http://www.eere.energy.gov/golden/Reading Room.aspx
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Postcard NOAs were sent to the individuals and agencies on the Draft EA’s Appendix A Distribution
List, which included all the individuals and entities expressing interest during the scoping process. The
public was invited to comment via email or written correspondence to the postal or email address
provided in the cover sheet. There were no comments received by DOE on the Draft EA. The public was
also invited to attend a public hearing at the Greater Rockford Airport Authority auditorium on October
24, 2011. The hearing was open from 4-7 p.m. No comments were received at the public hearing. The
hearing had been publicized in the Rockford Register Star and postcard invitations had been sent to
interested parties. Attendance at the hearing included the project proponents, a representative from Rock
River Water Reclamation District, and a realtor. Neither outside party provided any formal comments to
the court reporter.
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Affected Environment and Environmental Impacts

2. PROPOSED ACTIONS AND ALTERNATIVES

2.1 Proposed Federal Actions

2.1.1 DOE’S PROPOSED ACTION

DOE proposes to authorize the use of approximately $4 million of Federal funding through the State of
Ilinois under the DOE SEP. The DCEO, which administers the State of Illinois SEP, selected RSP to
receive a sub-grant for its Rockford Solar Energy Project, a proposed solar PV facility generating up to
20-megawatt that would be located on Chicago Rockford International Airport property. DOE is
proposing to authorize the State of Illinois to expend such Federal funding to RSP to design, permit, and
construct the Rockford Solar Energy Project. DOE has already authorized the use of a percentage of the
Federal funding for preliminary activities, including the preparation of this EA and associated analyses.
These activities are associated with the proposed project and do not significantly impact the environment
nor represent an irreversible or irretrievable commitment of resources in advance of DOE completing the
NEPA process for the proposed project.

2.1.2 FAA'S PROPOSED ACTION

Due to the location of the project at the Chicago Rockford International Airport, the proposed project
would also require FAA approval, pursuant to the following Federal statutory or regulatory requirements:

e Unconditional approval of the revised airport layout plan depicting the proposed solar facility;
o Final airspace determination (14 CFR Part 157, [49 U.S.C. 40103(b), 40113);

¢ Final determination of potential obstructions to navigable airspace per an aeronautical study
outlined under (14 CFR Part 77, 49 U.S.C. 40103(b) and 40113);

e Issue a finding for Executive Order 12372, “Intergovernmental Review of Federal Programs”;

o Issue a finding for the Department of Transportation Order 5650.2, “Floodplain Management and
Protection,” which implements Federal Executive Order 11988, “Floodplain Management”

2.2 Rockford Solar Partners Proposed Project

RSP is a joint venture between Wanxiang America Corporation, Illinois, and New Generation Power, a
Chicago-based renewable energy developer. RSP proposes to construct and operate a 20-megawatt PV
power generation facility on property within the boundaries of the Chicago Rockford International
Airport. The Illinois DCEO selected RSP to receive a DOE grant for approximately $4 million for the
proposed project. The total project cost is estimated to be $127 million.

2.2.1 PROJECT SITE

The proposed project would be located on land owned by the Greater Rockford Airport Authority
(GRAA) at the Chicago Rockford International Airport in the city of Rockford, Winnebago County,
Illinois. The proposed location is adjacent to Baxter and South Bend Roads. Title to the land is held in a
fixed-term leasehold estate. GRAA is the landowner, the City of Rockford is the lessee, and Wanxiang
America Corporation is the proposed sub-lessee. The lease term would be for 30 years and stipulates that
Wanxiang is fully permitted to use the land as “development and operation of a solar farm.” The lease
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would provide an option that can be exercised by Wanxiang to extend the lease term for additional
periods with the same terms and conditions.

The proposed project site is approximately 70 acres. Figure 2-1 shows the project site boundaries and the
area that would be potentially disturbed. The site is bordered on the north by Beltline Road. South
Bend/Baxter Road is to the south of the site with vacant land beyond and to the west. Railroad tracks and
vacant land are east of the site. The proposed site is approximately 0.43 mile from the airport’s nearest
runway end to the north across the Kishwaukee River.

Beltline Road

Figure 2-1. Proposed Location of Solar Farm (Preferred Alternative Site)

The site is predominantly flat with grades sloping to the southwest. Soil samples indicate presence of a
mix of top soils, sand and gravel. Minimal grading (approximately 5 acres) is anticipated. A new gravel
access road from South Bend Road to the panels would be constructed on the project site. Two unused
roadways were previously vacated on the proposed site and would be replaced by the new gravel roads.
The approximate global positioning system coordinates for the center point of the project site are
42°10°22.45” N, 89°5’21.88"W.
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2.2.2 ROCKFORD SOLAR ENERGY PROJECT’'S CONSTRUCTION AND
OPERATION

The following sections provide information on the proposed design, installation, and operation of RSP’s
proposed solar farm. Figure 2-3 provides a site layout plan.

Figure 2-3. Proposed Solar Farm Site Plan (See Appendix D, for high resolution image)
2.2.2.1 Design, Installation, and Construction

The solar farm would utilize 280-watt WXS280P multi-silicon solar cells manufactured by Wanxiang
America Corporation. The cells would be mounted in groups of four panels using a fixed ground mount
PV system manufactured by Patriot Solar Group. The four panels would be attached to a rack mounted on
two support posts approximately 13 feet apart. The posts would be driven into the ground, leaving
approximate